2                                          ECONOMIC GEOGRAPHY
The surface features of the land must always exercise an important
control upon the economic life of man, for not only do they act
indirectly through their influence upon climate and vegetation, hut
they determine the physical limits within which different types oi
economic activity are possible. The contrast between highland and
lowland is of fundamental importance. In the mountain areas
agriculture and settlement are, for obvious reasons, much more
difficult than on the plains, and over the greater part of the world
stock-raising, mining, and some lumbering are their characteristic
pursuits. The obstacles which they present to communications,
although now overcome to some extent by the skill of the engineer,
make them barriers which, if never wholly effective, have yet
profoundly modified political and economic conditions throughout
the world. The'Mghiands are, therefore, regions of isolation, often
with a very characteristic social and economic development of their
own. In the early periods of his history man probably preferred
these open uplands to the forested or midrained lowlands, but it was
in the latter regions, with their manifold opportunities for agricul-
ture, that population ultimately became dense and industry and
comtnerce developed.
It is also necessary to consider the rivers by which the land is
drained. In the past they have frequently provided the chief
means of inland transport, and even to-day their importance is by
no means negligible, though the multiplication of roads and railways
and the increased size of ocean-going vessels have rendered them
relatively less useful than they were. In estimating their value
for purposes of navigation account must be taken of the seasonal
variations in their depth, and of their freedom from obstacles such
as rocks, sandbanks, and ice. Within recent years the extended
use of hydro-electric power has given a new importance to rivers,
more especially to those of upland regions where the gradient is
steep and the flow rapid. The utilization of rivers for purposes of
irrigation is also more extensively practised than was formerly the
case.
The surface features of the land must also be carefully studied in
order to understand how different regions are related to one another,
The whole economic life of the west coast of IS&orway is bound up
with the fact'that its cultivated districts lie between the sea on the
one hand, and the mountain backbone of the country on the other.